Evidence of exploitative competition among young stages of the wolf spider Schizocosa ocreata.
Previous research by many investigators has demonstrated food limitation in both web-building and wandering spiders. Field experiments have tested for exploitative competition for prey in web-building, but not wandering species. As a first step to examining the question of whether spiders without webs exhibit exploitative competition, we manipulated densities of young stages of a common wolf spider, Schizocos ocreata, and measured (1) spider growth rate and (2) numbers of Collembola, a potential prey organism. Replicate populations of recently hatched S. ocreata were established in 1-m2 fenced plots at four levels: 0×, 0.25×, 1× and 4× natural density. Increasing spider density had a negative effect on spider growth rate, defined as increase in weight or cephalothorax width. Early in the experiment spider density had a weak negative effect on Collembola numbers [p(F)=0.08]. Taken together, this probable response by Collembola and the clear effect of spider density on growth rate constitute the first experimental evidence of intraspecific exploitative competition for prey in a species of wandering spider. We discuss (1) the strength of this evidence given the constraints of the experiment's design, and (2) the implications of the strong convergence in spider densities that had occurred after 2.5 months.